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Katelyn Yoh  
Mental Health Stigma: A Wicked Problem  
Mental health is very prominent today, according to the CDC more than 50% of 
American’s will be diagnosed with a mental disorder or illness. With it being so common, 
many people you know may be struggling with a mental disease, being that 1 in 5 
Americans experience mental health problems. While it is very common, people still 
have superstitions regarding mental health, because they have been made to believe 
something a certain way their whole lives. These superstitions consist of most stigmas. 
Those suffering often must deal with these stigmas, which is formed by these 
superstitions and usually consists of common stereotypes, as Patrick Corrigan states 
some examples: people who have behavioral disorders are dangerous, those with 
depression are just ‘in their head’, people who talk to themselves are weird, etc. As you 
could assume, stigma has a lot of negative factors. Someone you know personally 
could be struggling and you may not even know it, so it would be helpful of you to know 
what stigma is and why it is important to put an end to the usage of it. My paper will 
answer the question: how has mental health stigma affected people in the past, how is it 
affecting people today, and what are the consequences of stigma?  
Mental health stigma is a wicked problem, meaning that is a problem that is difficult or 
impossible to solve because of needs that are too hard to acknowledge, and it has been 
for a long period of time. It has gradually improved over the years, as shown by Unite 
for Sight, from the beginning of the early 5th-18th century and has since gradually 
improved since the 1840s.​ ​Although it has greatly improved, there are still many 
problems today. Stigma is known to make those suffering to feel unworthy of 
themselves, it causes them to not reach out or look for help, and it causes more 
problems for themselves - including mentally, physically, and psychologically. By feeling 
unworthy, they feel they do not fit in with society and feel they are bad for those around 
them - because that is what they are made to believe. They are told they are different 
from others and are even labeled “dangerous”, which is obviously enough to bring down 
one’s self esteem. It also makes everyone feel as though they are the problem, not their 
disorder or illness. Feeling this way causes them to stay quiet about their suffering and 
may never feel comfortable openly speaking about it with others because of the fear of 
being different. They also refuse to seek treatment because they are told it doesn’t work 
or that it makes them weak. By being told all of this, and believing it, they form deeper 
problems in all forms of health aspects. They negatively impact their mental health 
because they are not opening up and seeking help causes more damage, both to their 
disorder and may even cause another illness. As Ingyu Moon states, they also 
negatively affect their physical health because avoiding help can cause heart problems, 
breathing problems, and more. Another negative aspect is their psychological health. 
Those who suffer from mental illnesses also experience psychological distress, which 
Sheila Ridner defines, “Psychological distress is the unique discomforting, emotional 
state experienced by an individual in response to a specific stressor or demand that 
results in harm, either temporary or permanent, to the person”​ ​(Ridner par. 17).  
Some of the consequences of stigma include negative affects those of young age or 
men, negatively affects all health aspects, and causes stigma to internalize, creating 
self-stigma. As Caroline Heary explains, for children​,​ stigma heavily affects their 
mindsets. At a young age they stereotype peers as troubled, bad, weird, etc. This is 
because they are not exposed or taught about mental illnesses and disorders, so they 
view it differently. Men/boys are also an exception; they are supposed to be viewed as 
strong because of masculinity, and it is viewed as odd for them to express their feelings. 
Because of this, men/boys do not open about any disorder or illness they may have 
because they are taught to keep it bottled up inside. It is also proven that facing stigma 
will cause people to internalize the stigma which creates self-stigma. Timothy Martin 
describes the different kinds by stating them as: stereotype endorsement, perceived 
discrimination, social withdrawal, alienation, and stigma resistance. Stereotype 
endorsement is internalizing typical stereotypes and believing what may be said about 
them. Perceived discrimination is the recognition of a particular group - in this case 
those with mental health issues - and it is negative and discriminates against the group. 
Social withdrawal is not interacting with family, friends, and/or peers. Alienation is 
similar to social withdrawal, it is when a person isolates themselves from people and 
environments, such as work or school. Lastly, stigma resistance is refusing to accept 
stigma.  
There are many ways believed to help eliminate mental health stigma, but a few that 
may seem to help the most include: educate ourselves and incorporate it into education 
systems, stop using noun phrasing, and to “normalize” mental illnesses/disorders in 
general as well as seeking help. By educating ourselves and incorporating mental 
health awareness and stigma awareness into our schools, it will help disorders and 
illnesses become more understood, accepted, and commonly talked about. For adults, it 
would be smart for it to be involved into our workplaces. To have to go through 
information meetings so they can be prepared for anyone of their coworkers who may 
be struggling. Misinformation or lack of education is common, and is often why stigma is 
created and used, as found in most of my research. Noun phrasing is another big factor 
with stigma. Noun phrasing is defining and/or calling a person by their disorder or 
illness. Cuttler explains how noun phrasing is proven to cause low self-esteem and 
self-stigma because it is made to seem as if a person’s disorder or illness defines them 
rather than only being a small part of them. By “normalizing” mental health and seeking 
help in general it may make it more commonly talked about, more understood, and 
more accepted. It is important to not only recognize and talk about whatever it may be 
that you are struggling with, but also to get help from a doctor and/or therapist because 
they may be able to help you overcome your struggle, and if not, improve on it. It is also 
important to seek help because of other health factors that can be put at risk, as 
mentioned before.  
I believe these solutions will help the best because those struggling will feel better 
understood and will begin to be more open with those close to them about their 
struggles, they will feel comfortable enough to get help, and by doing these things they 
will allow themselves to have a healthy lifestyle and mindset rather than making things 
worse because of the fear they once had of being judged by others. If we begin to more 
openly talk about our feelings and mental health in general people will feel more 
comfortable and will begin to come to others when they believe they may have a mental 
health concern. It will allow them to feel supported and with the support of those close to 
them and encouragement they can even become comfortable enough to seek help from 
a professional, which is very important for overall health. They will also allow those 
struggling with mental health to live more healthily because they are opening up instead 
of keeping their feelings bottled, which could lead to more illnesses or diseases, 
negatively affect the. This is because they will allow themselves to speak up rather than 
hide in fear because they think they will be judged by those close to them and their 
peers.  
In conclusion, mental health stigma really causes harm to those who suffer with mental 
disorders and illnesses. In order to help those, we know who may be struggling, we 
should try educating ourselves and others to do the things listed above. It will not only 
help everyone who is struggling become not only happier but also healthier. It will also 
benefit society because we will look at everyone the same rather than different and 
allow everyone to feel equal.  
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